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The purpose of this study was to examine the impact of
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INTRODUCTION AND STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM
It is rare when a day passes without the appearance of
some news segment featuring a story of a crime committed by
youth. Criminal behavior of juveniles involves all types of
activity and is committed by youth from all backgrounds. A
quick glance at national crime statistics in 1990 indicates
that seventeen percent of youngsters under eighteen were
arrested for violent crimes (murder, forcible rape, robbery,
aggravated assault, burglary, larceny, theft and motor vehicle
theft) and thirty-two percent for property crimes.^ In some
activities, such as illegal drug use, it is believed that over
half of our nation's young people are involved.^ In addition
to criminal behavior, juveniles commit illegal acts that apply
only to juveniles. These "crimes" are called status offenses
because they apply only to the status of youth. Illegal acts,
collectively, whether criminal or status, committed by youth
under the age of 18 are called delinquent behaviors and those
^Alison Landes, Mark Siegel and Carol Foster, Information
Plus - Crime (Wylie, Texas: 1992) 67-69.
^Donald Shoemaker, Theories of Delinquency (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1990), 6-10.
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who commit them are referred to as juvenile delinquents.^
The problem of juvenile crime has existed for hundreds of
years. As Wiley Sanders indicates, juvenile offenders have
been noted in much of the written records of human history.
A number of governmental statistics reveal that juvenile crime
not only existed, but was a source of grave concern to
citizens of America in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries.^ In essence, society has always been concerned
about the "criminal" behavior of youth. Perhaps this worry
and attention derive from the perception that the nation's
future rests on the development of its youth. While our
country struggles to maintain its prominent position among
other countries of the world, its success depends on today's
youth.
Naturally, people become concerned when youngsters are
involved in criminal activity. Why did they do it? What can
be done to prevent this sort of behavior? Proposals for
preventing and diminishing delinquency have been numerous, but
essentially the question of causation is paramount.^
^Donald Shoemaker, Theories of Delincmencv (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1990), 6-10.
%iley Sanders, Juvenile Offenders for a Thousand Years
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1970), 16-
25.
^Donald Shoemaker, Theories of Delinquency (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1990), 6-10.
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come from a variety of disciplines and theories.
One such theory examines the relationship between
religiosity and delinquent behavior. The traditional view
holds that religion plays an active role in shaping society
and controlling human behavior.® Strong theoretical arguments
were developed suggesting that religion promotes social
control and encourages the development of moral values and the
acceptance of societal norms and values.’ Despite this
orientation, conflicting empirical results have characterized
research in this domain. While a number of studies indicated
that involvement in formal religious activities was related to
engaging in delinquent activity, others maintained that
religiosity and delinquency are unrelated.® Nonetheless, most
of the research in this area has produced more confusion than
the accumulation of knowledge. Additional research needs to
be done to clarify this relationship.
The second relationship that will be explored in the
present study is that between academic commitment and juvenile
delinquency. This relationship between school failure and
criminal behavior has also been a recurring theme in theories
®John Cochran, Peter Wood and Bruce Arneklev, "Is the
Religiosity-Delinquency Relationship Spurious? A Test of
Arousal and Social Control Theories" Journal of Research in
Crime and Delincaiencv 31 (1994): 92-123.
’Kirk Elifson, David Petersen and Kirk Hadaway,




of delinquency. Studies have shown that eventual drop-outs
have been found to have higher rates of delinquency during
high school than do graduates. There are a number of studies
that examine the effect of dropping-out of high school on
subsequent criminal behavior. However, little literature
exists that fully examines the relationship between academic
success and current delinquent behavior. In other words,
previous studies focus on predicting later delinquent behavior
rather than explaining current delinquent behavior. Therefore,
the present study will reevaluate the relationship between
these variables to provide a clearer assessment of academic
commitment and its relationship to current, not later,
delinquent behavior.
SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY
Juvenile crime in America continues to impair and
jeopardize the lives of young people and the quality of life
within communities in which they live. As juvenile
delinquency takes its place among other social problems of
great magnitude, the social workers role becomes more
important. It (juvenile delinquency) has dramatically
challenged any one profession to intervene effectively.
Traditionally, treatment and intervention have been directed
toward pacifying the "symptoms", rather than addressing the
causes of delinquency.
This study will attempt to isolate factors within
educational and religious institutions that may help to
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explain delinquent behavior. This information will hopefully
highlight new aspects of existing theories and clarify
previous empirical results. Perhaps Social Workers and other
professionals will be able to use this information to select
more effective treatment modalities as well as focus on
preventative methods to delinquent behavior.
The present study will begin where a number of studies
stopped. There will be an examination of the relationship
between religiosity and delinquency more fully than has been
done in several previous studies. The focus will be on the
role of religious salience and the usual behavioral measures
of religiosity that have been used (primarily church
attendance). As the relationship between academic commitment
and delinquency are examined, the focus will not only include
research that may predict later delinquent behavior, but also
will examine the reasons for current delinquent behavior.
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY
The present study, in addition to fulfilling its earlier
intentions, will fill some gaps by strengthening some
important arguments that were not fully communicated and by
discussing some newer theories and research. There are three
main objectives in this study: the first, is to examine the
relationship between academic commitment and juvenile
delinquency; the second, is to examine the relationship
between religiosity and delinquent behavior; and the third, is
to examine the relative importance of both religiosity and
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academic commitment. In other others, this study examines
whether religiosity or academic commitment is more significant
in explaining delinquent behavior.
CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW
RELIGIOSITY AND DELINQUENT BEHAVIOR
The relationship between religiosity and delinquency, as
well as that of academic commitment (or failure) and
delinquency have long been subjects of observation among many
disciplines. It is in this section that past and present
research relating to these variables will be thoroughly
presented.
While a number of studies indicate that religious
salience and religious ideology are related to not engaging in
delinquent activity, others including Hirschi and Stark report
that religiosity and delinquency are unrelated. Religious
training is assumed to prevent delinquency by promoting the
development of moral values and the belief in supernatural
sanctions.^ In Hirschi and Starks' "Hellfire and Delinquency"
study, the relations between church attendance and delinquent
activity are examined. The sample on which the study was
based was drawn from students entering the public junior and
senior high schools of Western Contra Costa County,
California. Of the 5,545 students drawn in the original
^Travis Hirschi and Rodney Stark, "Hellfire and
Delinqueny", Social Problems 17 (1969): 202-213.
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sample, 4,077 or 74% completed a lengthy questionnaire.^
Delinquency was measured both by self-reports and by the
examination of police records. Religiosity, then was measured
by church attendance. The major findings show that children
who attend church are no more likely that non attenders to
accept ethical principles; they are only slightly more likely
than non attenders to respect conventional authority; they are
much more likely to believe in the existence of the Devil and
life after death.^ Those variables strongly related to
delinquency are unaffected by church attendance, thus, show a
weak relationship between church attendance and delinquency.^
Cochran and Akers go beyond "Hellfire" and explore the
variable effects of religiosity on adolescent marijuana and
alcohol use. Significant revisions were made on the Hellfire
hypothesis. More recent revisions have stressed the
interactive effects of religiosity and contextual factors such
as denominational norms and aggregate religiosity.® Each of
these respecifications of the original Hellfire hypothesis is
evaluated in this study. Survey data on self reported alcohol
^Travis Hirschi and Rodney Stark, "Hellfire and
Delinquency", Social Problems 17 (1969): 202-213.
®Travis Hirschi and Rodney Stark, "Hellfire and
Delinquency", Social Problems 17 (1969): 202-213.
^Ibid.
®John Cochran and Ronald Akers, "Beyond Hellfire: an
Exploration of the Variable Effects of Religiosity on
Adolescent Marijuana and Alcohol Use", Journal of Research in
Crime and Delinquency 26 (1989): 198-225.
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and marijuana use from a sample of 3,065 male and female
adolescents in grades seven through twelve, in three
midwestern states were used. The questionnaire was
administered to all students in attendance in the selected
classrooms on the day of the survey who had obtained written
parental permission.® In this study, religiosity was defined
as the extent to which one is religious or devout - the degree
to which one expresses a sincere regard for religion. While,
the two indicators of antiascetic delinquent behavior included
self-reported frequencies of adolescent marijuana use and
alcohol use. Respondents were asked to indicate the frequency
with which they use marijuana, beer, wine and liquor.'' To
test the Norm Qualities hypothesis, a measure of the moral
climates of the various religious affiliations was needed.
The measure of religious normative climate was operationalized
as a dichotomous distinction between two dominant religious
orientations regarding ascetic behavior.® Respondents who
indicated their religious affiliation as either Baptist,
Methodist or Pentecostal were grouped together and were
contrasted with those whose religious preference was Catholic,
Jewish, Episcopalian, Lutheran, Presbyterian or none
®John Cochran and Ronald Akers, "Beyond Hellfire: An
Exploration of the Variable Effects of Religiosity on
Adolescent Marijuana and Alcohol Use", Journal of Research in




{l=Proscriptive and O=nonproscriptive). There were four
control variables employed in this study: age, race, gender
and SES (a measure of the father's occupation) The findings
indicate that adolescent deviance in the antiascetic form of
alcohol and marijuana use is negatively related to
religiosity. Each of the religiosity measures had a
statistically significant inverse effect on the self-reported
frequency of adolescent alcohol use. The participatory
salience variable had the most powerful effect, while the
effects of religiousness and personal ascetism were
considerably weaker.^® Those findings suggest that
religiosity does indeed inhibit the use of alcohol by
adolescents. Further, according to these findings,
adolescents who hold firmly to religious values may drink, but
those who have little or no religious commitments are almost
certain to drink.Similar findings were also observed in
the marijuana use model, although the effects were weaker for
alcohol use. Here, the religiosity indicators are
significantly and inversely related to use. The strongly
religious youth had a very low probability of using marijuana,
’John Cochran and Ronald Akers, "Beyond Hellfire: An
Exploration of the Variable Effects of Religiosity on
Adolescent Marijuana and Alcohol Use", Journal of Research in
Crime and Delinquency 26 (1989): 198-225.
'“Ibid.
^^John Cochran and Ronald Akers, "Beyond Hellfire: an
Exploration of the Variable Effects of Religiosity on
Adolescent Marijuana and Alcohol Use", Journal of Research in
Crime and Delinquency 26 (1989): 198-225.
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while the weakly religious youth stood a much higher risk of
involvement in marijuana use. Another focus of this study was
whether or not the revised hypothesis was supported
empirically. With regard to alcohol use, all religiosity
indicators have statistically significant, inverse effects
within the proscriptive model, while only two of the three did
so within the nonproscriptive model. The total effect of
the religiosity variables on alcohol use were also greater in
the proscriptive model. In other words, the effect of
religiosity on adolescent alcohol use does vary according to
the perceived normative climate of the various religious
affiliations.
Hirschi and Starks' "Hellfire and Delinquency" study set
the stage for other researchers to follow. Their work served
as a catalyst for the next two decades of research into the
religiosity-deviance relationship. However, today, with the
religiosity-deviance relationship well established, most
researchers in the area are now examining and questioning the
various social contexts under which the strength of this
relationship may vary.^* The study by Cochran continues
^^John Cochran and Ronald Akers, "Beyond Hellfire: an
Exploration of the Variable Effects of Religiosity on
Adolescent Marijuana and Alcohol Use", Journal of Research in
Crime and Delinquency 26 (1989): 198-225.
“Ibid.
^^John Cochran, "The Effects of Religiosity on Adolescent
Self-Reported Frequency of Drug and Alcohol Use", Journal of
Drug Issues 22 (1991): 91-104.
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this line of inquiry. Specifically, examined in this study
was the nature of the association between personal religiosity
and adolescent drug use. In doing so, it tested three rival
hypotheses regarding the nature of these relationships. The
first and perhaps the most prevalent hypothesis suggested that
"the effect of religiosity on drug use will be strongest where
secular proscriptions against use are weakest
(i.e., alcohol and marijuana use)."^^ The second hypothesis
argued that the effects of religiosity on drug use will be
strongest for those controlled substances whose recreational
use receives the strongest moral condemnation (i.e.,
narcotics, stimulants and depressants). Lastly, was the
original Hellfire hypothesis, which made no claims of variable
religiosity effects. This hypothesis predicts relatively
equivalent effects across substance types. This study tested
each of these rival hypotheses against data on the self-
reported use of a variety of drug types in a large sample of
adolescents.
This body of research generally, can be criticized for
one or more of the following shortcomings: the focus has been
limited to only one or two drug types - usually alcohol
and/or marijuana use; when a full array of drug types is
^^John Cochran, "The Effects of Religiosity on Adolescent
Self-Reported Frequency of Drug and Alcohol Use", Journal of
Drug Issues 22 (1991): 91-104.
“John Cochran, "The Effects of Religiosity on Adolescent
Self-Reported Frequency of Drug and Alcohol Use", Journal of
Drug Issues 22 (1991): 91-104.
13
examined, they have been collapsed into a single "illicit drug
use index"; and the analyses are largely restricted to
descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations.^’ This
study examined the influence of religiosity on each of a
sophisticated multivariate method of analysis. The data for
this study came from research directed by Ronald L. Akers and
Marvin Krohn. These data, originally designed to examine
etiological factors in adolescent substance abuse and
delinquent behavior, were collected by administering
anonymous, questionnaires to 3,065 male and female adolescents
attending grades seven through twelve. The results of the
study's analysis permitted the examination of the religiosity-
drug use relationship. With the exception of the effect of
religiousness on alcohol use, all the religiosity effects are
statistically significant and inverse. The findings support
the empirical generalization reached by others that
religiosity is inversely related to deviant behavior.’® Do
these effects vary across drug types? With the exception of
the effect of religiousness on alcohol use, the religiosity
effects appear to be very stable across drug types. This
observation is consistent with the original Hellfire
hypothesis, but inconsistent with the predictions of both the
’’John Cochran, "The Effects of Religiosity on Adolescent
Self-Reported Frequency of Drug and Alcohol Use", Journal of
Drug Issues 22 (1991): 91-104.
’®John Cochran, "The Effects of Religiosity on Adolescent
Self-Reported Frequency of Drug and Alcohol Use", Journal of
Drug Issues 22 (1991): 91-104.
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Anti-Ascetism and Moral Condemnation hypotheses.^® In
summation, it was found that the effects of religiosity do not
seem to vary significantly across drug types. Cochran adds,
"to conclude that religiosity has a weak but stable inhibitory
influence on deviant behavior would be consistent with the
findings of most of the extant research. Yet it would have
been premature to conclude that current research efforts
regarding the contextual variation of religiosity effects is
unnecessary.
Others, including Elifson, Peterson and Hadaway also
reported that religiosity and delinquency were virtually
unrelated. This study attempted to explore the contradictory
findings that have characterized the relationship between
religion and delinquency. The data was based on interviews
with 600 adolescents attending public schools in the Atlanta,
Georgia area. It is worthy to note that the sample was drawn
from a white population of a relatively prosperous
metropolitan county. A wide variety of religious and
delinquency measures were used. This study followed the
suggestions of earlier authors and incorporated religious
salience along with behavioral and belief measures of
religiosity. Findings suggested that salience, belief in the
^®John Cochran, "The Effects of Religiosity on Adolescent
Self-Reported Frequency of Drug and Alcohol Use", Journal of
Drug Issues 22 (1991): 91-104.
^°John Cochran, "The Effects of Religiosity on Adolescent
Self-Reported Frequency of Drug and Alcohol Use", The Journal
of Drug Issues 22 (1991): 91-104.
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efficacy of personal prayer, were more substantial correlates
of delinquency than the often-used variable, church
attendance.In addition, several measures of delinquency
were constructed. Seriousness of delinquent acts was used to
develop a weighted composite delinquency measure that seemed
to measure the dependent variable in a more valid manner.
That particular scale included a wide variety of delinquent
acts, that ranged from very minor status offenses, such as
arguing with parents, to felonies such as armed robbery. The
findings suggested that victimless crimes relate more strongly
to religiosity than delinquent acts involving a victim. It
was also found that in spite of the relatively strong zero-
order relationship between religiosity and delinquency,
religion's contribution as a predictor within a multivariate
context is insignificant. Yet, it was concluded from this
analysis that religious young people are less likely to be
delinquent.
As in all of the fore mentioned studies, each
investigator faces a choice when designing a research study:
should religious values be measured by single-item scales or
by multiple-item scales? A number of factors are involved in
this decision making process but perhaps the most important
^^Kirk Elifson, David Petersen and Kirk Hadaway,
"Religiosity and Delinquency", Criminology 21 (1983):
505-527.
^^Kirk Elifson, David Petersen and Kirk Hadaway,
"Religiosity and Delinquency", Criminology 21 (1983) :
505-527.
16
one is validity. Gorsuch and McFarland conducted a study to
aid in that decision.Single and multiple measures were
compared to determine whether they covered the same areas and
formed relationships with variables from another domain. A
"Background Questionnaire" presented the four single-item
scales of religiousness and gathered miscellaneous
information. A multiple-item Christology scale was developed
for the present study as a parallel to the single-item
Christological scale. Eighty-four introductory psychology
students at two universities were administered the materials.
Fifty-five of the 84 subjects were females. The freshman to
senior classes were represented by 12, 27, 26 and 19 subjects
respectively.^^ The findings suggested that if one is
interested in measuring general religiosity, the only major
difference between the multiple-item and single-item scales
are the greater costs of the former. The multiple and single¬
item scales both related to another domain at about the same
level. Since patterns of relationships to the other domain
were not completely consistent, it may be wise to use several
^^Richard Gorsuch and Sam McFarland, "Religiosity and
Deviance: Toward a Contingency Theory of Constraining
Effects", Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 11
(1972) : 53-63.
^^Richard Gorsuch and Sam McFarland, "Religiosity and
Deviance: Toward a Contingency Theory of Constraining
Effects", Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 11
(1972) : 53-63 .
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single-item indicators as opposed to one multiple-item
scale.
So far, there has been an in-depth presentation of extant
research that support the "hellfire" hypothesis. But there
are scholars who would argue that the observed relationship is
spurious. One such study was done by Cochran, Wood and
Arneklev. Two claims of spuriousness dominated. First, the
arousal theory argues that individuals vary in their demand
for arousal. Those who require high levels of stimulation are
said to be bored with church but aroused by delinquency.^®
Second, it was charged that the negative effect of religiosity
on delinquency is simply the by-product of general social
control. This study examined these two claims using self-
reported data from a sample of approximately 1,600 high school
students in Oklahoma. The results presented in this study
suggested that there were several findings worthy of
discussion. First, for every category of delinquency
examined, the effect of religiosity variables declined when
arousal and social control factors were added to the model.
With regard to assault, theft, vandalism, illicit drug use and
truancy, the effect of the religiosity indicators was reduced
^^Richard Gorsuch and Sam McFarland, "Single Vs. Multiple-
Item Scales for Measuring Religious Values", Journal for the
Scientific Study of Religion 11 (1972) : 53-63.
^®John Cochran, Peter Wood and Bruce Arneklev, "Is the
Religiosity-Delinquency Relationship Spurious? A Test of
Arousal and Social Control Theories", Journal of Research in
Crime and Delinquency 31 (1994): 92-103.
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to insignificance. It was in the case of alcohol and tobacco
use did both religious participation and religious salience
remain strong, significant predictors.^’ These results
provide support for the charges of spuriousness in the
religiosity-delinquency correlation.
As some scholars maintain a spurious relationship between
religiosity and delinquency, there are still others who
maintain the traditional view. Tittle and Welch are two such
scholars. In this study, perspectives on the relationship
between individual religiosity and deviance were examined and
contextual properties thought to condition the relationship
were identified.’® Data was drawn from a well known survey
of the populations of Iowa, New Jersey and Oregon. A
multistage sampling design was used which combined area
probability techniques and random selection of respondents
within each sampled household. Interviews were conducted in
1972 by professionals from National Analyst, Incorporated. In
all, 1,993 respondents were interviewed. The statistics
support the idea that involvement in religious activities have
a strong constraining effect on deviant behavior in contexts
’’John Cochran, Peter Wood and Bruce Arneklev, "Is the
Religiosity-Delinquency Relationship Spurious? A Test of
Arousal and Social Control Theories", Journal of Research in
Crime and Delinquency 31 (1994); 92-123.
’®Ibid.
’’Charles Tittle and Michael Welch, "Religiosity and
Deviance: Toward a Contingency Theory of Constraining
Effects", Social Forces 61 (1983): 653-676.
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characterized by relative normative ambiguity. Tittle and
Welch explain that empirical evidence is far more consistent
than most scholars recognize, and that extant research has
been unconvincing partly because weak methods were used and
partly because research had been guided by general and
imprecise theory. Religiosity continues to be seriously
underrated as an explanatory variable.^®
ACADEMIC COMMITMENT AND DELINQUENT BEHAVIOR
Among the number of variables used to explain causal
factors of juvenile delinquency is academic achievement. This
will be the second explanatory variable used in the present
study to show a significant relationship between academic
commitment (or failure) and delinquent behavior. Despite
research spanning over two decades, knowledge about the
effects of school attendance and dropouts are uncertain.
The traditional view, highlighted in the study presented
by Elliott, suggested that delinquent behavior has come to
place increasing emphasis upon some form of "status"
deprivation as the motivational source of lower-class
delinquency.^^ According to these views, the socialization
of lower-class boys does not adequately prepare them to
^“Charles Tittle and Michael Welch, "Religiosity and
Deviance: Toward a Contingency Theory of Constraining
Effects", Social Forces 61 (1983): 653-676.
^^Delbert Elliott, "Delinquency, School Attendance and
Dropout", Social Problems 13 (1966): 307-314.
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compete effectively for status rewards in predominantly
middle-class institutions. The intense frustration
experienced by them, then motivates them toward delinquent
patterns of behavior in an attempt to "make up" for their loss
of self-esteem.^^ Delinquency is thus viewed as a by-product
of the unequal competition at school. This proposition was
examined in this study in the form of two specific hypotheses:
1) The rate of delinquency is greater for boys while in school
than while out of school and 2) Delinquents who drop out have
a higher delinquency rate while in school than while out of
school. The study's population was composed of 743 tenth
grade boys who entered two of the largest high schools in a
western city in September, 1959. Data was gathered on this
group of boys for a three year period beginning with their
entrance into high school and ending with their class
graduation.The research design specified a comparison of
the delinquency rates of these boys while in and out of
school. The findings supported both of Elliott's hypotheses.
The small differences between in-school and out-of-school
offense rates for boys from higher socioeconomic status
neighborhoods suggests that dropping out of school may not
constitute a solution to problems of status deprivation for
boys from higher socioeconomic status areas. It was inferred
^^Delbert Elliott, "Delinquency, School Attendance and
Dropout", Social Problems 13 (1966): 307-314.
^^Delbert Elliott, "Delinquency, School Attendance and
Dropout", Social Problems 13 (1966): 307-314.
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that dropout is a satisfactory solution for those from lower
socioeconomic status areas because the delinquency rate for
such youth is lower after leaving school than it was while
they were in school. The highest delinquency rate was
observed among lower socioeconomic status dropouts prior to
their leaving school.
Albert Cohen in "Delinquent Boys", suggests that the
school in particular awards status based on middle-class
standards. So, here lower and middle-class youth compete for
status of the same set of middle-class criteria. As a result
of the unequal competition, lower-class youth develop feelings
of insecurity, and begin to search for some solutions to their
status problem.Such a theory of how school failure might
lead to deviant behavior emerged specifically in Cohen's
"general theory of subcultures". According to Cohen, low
status or school failure, is the key factor in the production
of deviant behavior in any social system.^®
In Phillips and Kellys' "School Failure and Delinquency -
Which Causes Which?" article, school as a determinant of
adolescent misconduct are examined. There are two reasons why
an examination of these variables were pursued. First, school
success or failure appears to have a substantial impact on
^^Delbert Elliott, "Delinquency, School Attendance and
Dropout", Social Problems 13 (1966): 307-314.
^^John Phillips and Delos Kelly, "School Failure and
Delinquency", Criminolocrv 17 (1979): 194-207.
^®Ibid.
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adolescent misconduct relative to the impact of other
variables. Second, other investigators have found that school
status (degree of success in school, usually measured by
grades or track assignments) is somewhat more strongly related
to misconduct than social class when both are simultaneously
controlled. Evidence from a longitudinal study provides
support for the proposition that school failure precedes
misconduct in the causal process.^’ In the longitudinal
study, Hirschi and Selvin point to the potential shortcomings
of panel studies in the determination of casual priority.
Panel studies make possible the measuring of school failure
(or success) and delinquent behavior at different points of
time. The few panel studies available were inconclusive.
However, the Berry and Polp study was of special interest
because it contradicted arguments that both school failure and
delinquent behavior result from certain antecedent conditions
(i.e., that the relationship is spurious). It appears then,
that the available data support the school failure delinquency
model over the reverse. Berry and Polk also found that year to
year changes in grades were accompanied by changes in the
misconduct of individuals. Gold found that most delinquent
boys in the sample were more likely to have received low
grades during the years prior to their first (self-reported)
^’John Phillips and Delos Kelly, "School failure and
Delinquency", Criminology 17 (1979): 194-207.
23
delinquent act than were non-delinquents.This evidence
was not replicated by Elliott and Voss, who found that
controlling for delinquency during an earlier period nearly
eliminated the relationship between grades during a later
period. Thus, grades and delinquency were associated, but the
data did not support (or refute) the causal priority of
grades.
There are other studies yet, that focus on another aspect
of school failure (or success) and its relation to juvenile
delinquency. Thornberry, Moore and Christenson produced such
a study that examined the effect of dropping out of school on
subsequent delinquent behavior.^® For this relationship, two
basic models of delinquency, strain theory and social control
theory offer extremely different predictions. Strain theory
suggests that dropping out decreases adolescent criminality,
especially for lower class youth, while social control theory
suggests that dropping out increases the chance of subsequent
criminal activity. This study reevaluates the association
between dropout status and later criminal involvement,
examining both short-term and long-term effects, while
controlling for the influence of both age and post school
^®John Phillips and Delos Kelly, "School Failure and
Delinquency", Criminology 17 (1979): 194-207.
®®John Phillips and Delos Kelly, "School Failure and
Delinquency", Criminology 17 (1979): 194-207.
^“Terence Thornberry, Melanie Moore and R.L. Christenson,
"The Effect of Dropping Out of High School on Subsequent
Criminal Behavior", Criminology 23 (1985): 3-18.
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experiences.^^ To do so, it utilized longitudinal data from
a 10% sample of the Philadelphia birth cohort of 1945. The
cohort consisted of all males born in that year who resided in
Philadelphia from the age of ten to the age of eighteen.
For the entire sample, complete arrest histories were
available. Successful interview were conducted with 62% of
the original population. Little support was found for the
strain hypothesis that dropping out of school had a short-term
effect on criminal behavior. Despite how the analysis was
conducted, one ineluctable conclusion emerged: dropping out of
high school is positively associated with later criminality.
Jarjoura's study on the same relationship produced
different findings. Because dropping out and delinquency are
correlated with many of the same factors (i.e., school
failure, prior misconduct) and because past research has not
controlled for these "common causes", the observed
relationship between dropping out and delinquency may be
spurious. In addition, the effects of dropping out on
delinquency may depend on the reason one leaves school.
Dropping out may exacerbate delinquency for those who want to
^^Terence Thornberry, Melanie Moore and R.L. Christenson,
"The Effect of Dropping Out of High School on Subsequent
Criminal Behavior", Criminology 23 (1985): 3-18.
^^Terence Thornberry, Melanie Moore and R. L. Christenson,
"The Effect of Dropping Out of High School on Subsequent
Criminal Behavior", Criminology 23 (1985): 3-18.
^^Roger Jarjoura, "Does Dropping Out of School Enhance
Delinquent Involvement? Results From a Large-Scale National
Probability Sample", Criminology 31 (1993): 149-172.
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finish school, but it may reduce delinquency among those who
dislike school. Jarjoura's study examines the relationship
between dropping out and subsequent delinquent behavior. The
antecedent variables are controlled to determine possible
spurious associations between dropping out and later
offending. Both the strain theory and social control theory
were invoked to explain the empirical findings on this
relationship.^^ The data used in this study made up the
first two waves of the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth,
collected by the National Opinion Research Center beginning in
1979. The portion of the sample included in this analysis
consisted of all individuals who either dropped out or
graduated from high school as of the interview. The
measures of the dependent variables used in this analysis were
ordinal-level measures. Respondents were asked to report how
many times over the previous year they had engaged in each of
the specified behaviors. The most consistent result of the
study was that dropping out because the youth disliked school
or because of other unspecified reasons was related to future
involvement in delinquent activity regardless of type of
offense. Another result consistent across type of offense
involves the group of dropouts who left school because of
problems at home. This group did not report higher levels of
^^Roger Jarjoura, "Does Dropping Out of School Enhance
Delinquent Involvement? Results from a Large-Scale National
Probability Sample", Criminology 31 (1993): 149-172.
^^Ibid.
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offending than the graduates, and dropping out did not lead to
later criminal behavior for these youth. Those youth who were
expelled, reported higher levels of involvement in delinquent
behavior than the graduates. It was concluded that while
dropouts were more likely to have higher levels of involvement
in delinquency than graduates, it was not always because they
dropped out.
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
Theories of delinquency have not specifically addressed
the relationship between academic commitment and delinquency.
A select few even address the relationship between religiosity
and delinquency. Expectations regarding these relationships
however, can be inferred from some theories.'*’ Two such
theories are the ecological model and social control theory.
Both, will be invoked in the present study to explain
empirical findings on the relationship between academic
success and delinquency and religiosity and delinquency.
The fundamental argument of the social control theory is
that a person's relational bonds restrain deviance.'*®
Involvement in conventional institutions (such as religious
*®Roger Jarjoura, "Does Dropping Out of School Enhance
Delinquent Involvement? Results From a Large-Scale National
Probability Sample", Criminolocrv 31 (1993): 1249-172.
*’Roger Jarjoura, "Does Dropping out of School Enhance
Delinquent Involvement? Results from a Large-Scale National
Probability Sample", Criminolocrv 31 (1993): 149-172.
^®Charles Tittle and Michael Welch, "Religiosity and
Deviance: Toward a Contingency Theory of Constraining
Effects", Social Forces 61 (1983) : 653-676.
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and academic institutions) and shared beliefs presumably
provide a stake in conformity through behavioral obligations.
Since most religious participation involves relations with
conventional others, most religious activity will support the
norms of larger society.^® It follows, then, that people who
engage in religious pursuits will be less likely to commit
deviant behavior (delinquency)A strong social bond to
the school setting is also critical for inhibiting delinquent
behavior. Breaking this bond may increase the likelihood of
delinquent activity.®^ Individuals having higher rates of
academic commitment and thus having lower rates of delinquent
involvement, supports the social control explanation of this
relationship. Thus, since decreased academic commitment
represents a reduction in social control, decreased academic
commitment should increase the probability of delinquent
behavior.
The second theoretical framework that will used to
explain the relationships of this study is the ecological
^’Charles Tittle and Michael Welch, "Religiosity and
Deviance: Toward a Contingency Theory of Constraining
Effects", Social Forces 61 (1983): 653-676.
^“Charles Tittle and Michael Welch, "Religiosity and
Deviance: Toward a Contingency Theory of Constraining
Effects", Social Forces 61 (1983): 653-676.
^^Roger Jarjoura, "Does Dropping Out of School Enhance
Delinquent Involvement? Results from a Large-Scale National
Probability Sample", Criminology 31 (1993): 149-172.
^^Terence Thornberry, Melanie Moore and R.L. Christenson,
"The Effect of Dropping Out of High School on Subsequent
Criminal Behavior", Criminology 23 (1985): 3-18.
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perspective. Ecology is the study of relations between
organisms and their enviroments.Specifically, ecologists
study adjustment or adaptation to environmental change. Major
assumptions of the ecological perspective include: 1) that
individual behavior is best explained within the total
environmental context in which they exist; 2) that human
environments are extremely complex and include physical
dimensions as well as social, economic and political
institutions; and 3) that individuals must be able to adapt to
their ever changing environments.^^ One's enviroment is an
arrangement of many systems which include: the microsystem or
person, the mesosystem or interpersonal relations within
family, school or work context, the exosystem or social
structures and institutions and the macrosystem or cultural
patterns and values. With regard to the present study, there
is a particular interest in the exosystem, which would include
religious and academic institutions as well as, the
macrosystem, which would include religious beliefs and values.
Each of these enviromental contexts are recognized to have
potential effects on one's interaction, reaction and behavior.
If ther3 is not an adaptive mutuality aj persons and
enviroment are reciprocally influenced, this may negatively
^^Kathleen Ell and Helen Northen, Families and Health




impact other facets of their lives.Essentially, it may
effect one's ability to adapt in various environments. It may
perhaps, decrease one's academic commitment or religiosity
level. The ecological theory simply says that a person's
enviroment which includes a number of systems, significantly
contributes to the makeup of any one individual. Thus, since
there are a number of systems that are influential in one's
growth and development, values, moral and beliefs can be
compromised. In essence, academic commitment or religious
salience may decrease.
RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND HYPOTHESES
If religiosity implies a moral commitment, as the social
control perspective suggests, then it ought to inhibit
delinquent behavior where there are few external guides for
behavior.®® If one is religiously involved, then religious
expectations for behavior are spread and essentially become
general expectations for behavior.®’ So, the research
question becomes, is there a negative and significant
relationship between religiosity and juvenile delinquency. The
hypothesis may then be formally stated as:
HI: There will be a negative and significant
®®Kathleen Ell and Helen Northen, Families and Health
Care: Psychosocial Practice (New York: Aldine de Gruyter,
1990), 1-7.
®®Charles Tittle and Michael Welch, "Religiosity and
Deviance: Toward a Contingency Theory of Constraining
Effects", Social Forces 61 (1983): 653-676.
®’lbid.
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relationship between religiosity and juvenile
delinquency.
Similarly, both the ecological model and social control
theory identify decreased levels of academic commitment as a
contributing factor to delinquent behavior. Academic
commitment is associated with continued goal-making as well as
a strengthened social bond. Academic commitment appears to
have a significant impact on delinquent behavior. Here, the
research question becomes, is there a negative and
significant relationship between academic commitment and
juvenile delinquency. The hypothesis may be formally stated
as:
H2: There will be a negative and significant relationhip





The sample on which the present study is based was drawn from
eighth-grade students at Turner Middle School, in the Spring of
1995. Data were collected by administering a three page
questionnaire to three eighth grade classes of male and female
adolescents. The questionnaire was administered by two social work
interns to all students in attendance in the selected classrooms.
It took three hours to administer all questionnaires. Of the fifty-
nine questionnaires completed for this study thirty-five of the
respondents were female and twenty-four were male. All respondents
were African-American and ranged in age from thirteen to sixteen.
The method of sampling used for this study was convenience
(nonprobability) sampling. Such method was chosen because the
closest and most available subjects were included in the sample.
MEASUREMENT
Having decided that self-reports of their own experience was
what needed to be measured, three separate scales were used for
each respective variable The first scaled used to measure overall
academic commitment was based on a modified eleven-item scale
developed by Hirschi, Krohn and Massey and was operationalized as
the extent to which the respondent adheres to educational goals and
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values and by the extent to which the respondent performs well in
school.^ The four response categories ranged from strongly
disagree to strongly agree for the first six questions, then
excellent to below average/fail for items seven through eleven. It
is expected that as school commitment scores increase the
probability and incidence of involvement in delinquent activity
will decrease. The second scale used to measure overall
religiosity was based on a modified fifteen-item scale developed by
Brown and Gary and was operationalized as the extent to which the
respondents adhere to religious values and beliefs.^ After
indicating their religious preference, respondents were asked to
answer questions regarding 1) formal participation in religious
services 2) individual religious values, beliefs and practices and
3) media modes that are informal and do not require active
participation such as listening to religious television programs.^
The response categories ranged from "never" to "very often". It is
expected here that as religiosity scores increase the probability
of delinquent behavior will decrease. The third scale asked
respondents to answer questions about delinquent behavior.
Delinquency is operationalized by the extent to which one engages
^John Cochran, Peter Wood and Bruce Arneklev, "Is the
Religiosity-Delinquency Relationship Spurious? A Test of
Arousal and Social Control Theories" Journal of Research in
Crime and Delinquency 31 (February 1994): 102.
^Diane R. Brown and Lawrence E. Gary, "Religious
Involvement and Health Status Among African-American Males",




in delinquent activity. The overall unweighted delinquency scale
assessed how often respondents had engaged in delinquent acts. The
four response categories ranged from "never" to "very often". The
delinquency items were weighted by seriousness to create an overall
weighted delinquency scale.^ The multidimensionality of
delinquency have been shown to be important considerations.
"Serious" offenses were weighted four and "least" serious offenses
were weighted one.^
^Kirk Elifson, David Petersen and C. Kirk Hadaway,
"Religiosity and Delinquency" Criminology 21 (November 1983):
509-510.
^Richard M. Grinnell, Jr., Research and Evaluation
(Illinois: F.E. Peacock Publishers Inc., 1993), 93.
CHAPTER FOUR
FINDINGS
This chapter will summarize the data collected from the
participants of the study. Table 1 represents frequencies and
percentages of data from the academic commitment, religiosity
and juvenile delinquency scales. Table 2 represents bivariate
correlations of the study's variables. The alpha level was
set at .05 to determine whether to reject or accept the study
hypotheses.
There were a total of fifty-nine respondents in this
study. Males accounted for forty-one percent of the sample
and females fifty-nine percent. One hundred percent of the
respondents were African-American. Ages of the respondents
ranged from 13-16.
Findings from the frequency distribution indicate a mean
score of 34 for academic commitment, which means that on
average, respondents had "high" levels of academic commitment.
The standard deviation for this variable was 5.28. Fourteen
percent of the respondents had "low" levels of academic
commitment. Thirty-four percent of the respondents had
"moderate" levels of academic commitment, while forty-six




was 11.78. Twenty percent of the respondents had "low" levels
of religiosity. Forty-two percent of the respondents had
"moderate" levels of religiosity and thiry-eight percent
maintained "high" religiosity levels.
Findings from the frequency distributions further
indicate a mean score of 20 for juvenile delinquency, which
indicates that the respondents had "low" levels of delinquent
behavior. The standard deviation for this variable was 7.60.
Fifty-nine percent of the respondents had "low" levels of
delinquent behavior. Twenty-two percent had "moderate" levels
of delinquent behavior, while seventeen percent had "high"
levels of delinquent behavior.
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a. mean = 34
standard deviation = 5.28
b. mean = 42
standard deviation = 11.78
c. mean = 20
standard deviation = 7.60
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BIVARIATE CORRELATIONS OF THE STUDY'S VARIABLES
Hypothesis 1 stated that there will be a negative and
significant relationship between religiosity and juvenile
delinquency. The analysis of this relationship between
religiosity and juvenile delinquency reveals that there was
moderately strong, negative and statistically significant
relationship between religiosity and juvenile delinquency (r
= .-378 and p = .005). As religiosity scores increase, scores
of juvenile delinquency decrease. Therefore, hypothesis 1 is
accepted.
Hypothesis 2 stated that there will be a negative and
significant relationship between academic commitment and
juvenile delinquency. The analysis of this relationship
between academic commitment and juvenile delinquency reveals
that there was also a moderately strong, negative and
statistically significant relationship between academic
commitment and juvenile delinquency (r = .-484 and p = .000) .
As academic commitment scores increase, scores of juvenile





BIVARIATE CORRELATIONS OF STUDY VARIABLES
ACADEMIC COMMITMENT RELIGIOSITY




In summation, it was found that there is a significant
relationship between religiosity and juvenile delinquency. The
effects of religiosity were found to be quite stable across a
wide range of delinquent behaviors. Thus, several conclusions
can be drawn from these data. First, these data indicate that
higher levels of religiosity may be associated with lower
levels of delinquent behavior. Clearly, a direct and positive
influence of religiosity is apparent with regard to delinquent
behavior. Those with moderate to high levels of religiosity
are likely to have fewer incidents of delinquent behavior than
those who have low or no religiosity levels. These data
further suggests that "low" levels of religiosity produces at
least some adolescent misconduct and should be taken seriously
by skeptics.
Religious involvement is essential in helping youth
identify important religious beliefs, values and practices.
A solid moral foundation is paramount when addressing the
issue of delinquent behavior. Adolescents especially need a
religious foundation which can weather a world of changing
values and unstable human relationships and systems.
Furthermore, being apart of a religious institution may allow
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the individual to feel a "special" bond which may not
otherwise exist within other human relationships and systems.
After all, church or any respective religious institution is
probably the most stable and dependable "being" that one can
be apart of.
By using an extremely wide range of both religion and
delinquency measures, it has shown clearly, that a moderately
strong, negative and statistically significant relationship
exists between religiosity and juvenile delinquency. To
conclude such a relationship would be inconsistent with the
findings of extant research, which concludes that there is
weak relationship between religiosity and juvenile
delinquency. While the constraining effect of religiosity
appears to be stable for a wide range of delinquent behavior,
such an impact may change within different social settings and
environments.
In addition to verifying the existence of a significant
relationship between religion and delinquency, comparatively,
a slightly stronger relationship between academic commitment
and juvenile delinquency was confirmed. It was found that
there is a statistically significant relationship between
academic commitment and juvenile delinquency. The effects of
academic commitment were found to be stable across a wide
range of delinquent behaviors. Several conclusions may also
be drawn from the existing data. First, these data indicates
that higher levels of academic commitment may be associated
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range of delinquent behaviors. Several conclusions may also
be drawn from the existing data. First, these data indicates
that higher levels of academic commitment may be associated
with lower level of delinquent behavior. A clearly direct and
positive influence of academic commitment is apparent with
regard to delinquent behavior. These findings suggest that
having a strong social bond to the school setting is critical
for inhibiting involvement in delinquent behavior. Again, a
strong social bond to the school setting gives the individual
something to identify with and be apart of. Concluding that
academic commitment has a strong influence on delinquent
behavior would be consistent with the findings of extant
research. As discussed in the literature review section of
this study, a number of studies support a significant
relationship between academic commitment and juvenile
delinquency.
IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH AND
SOCIAL WORK PRACTICE
Juvenile violence in America continues to impair and
jeopardize the lives of young people and the quality of life
within their communities. The statistics alone, highlight the
dramatic impact violence has on minority youth in particular.
Traditionally, interventions focused on resolving the
"symptom", but now our undivided attention needs to be
directed toward the causes. The current study confirmed and
addressed two such causes of delinquent behavior: low academic
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commitment and religiosity levels. Although, comparatively
speaking, academic commitment had a slightly stronger
relationship with delinquent behavior, both are important
factors to consider when working with adolescents. Social
workers and other professionals of the sort, should begin to
focus on preventative methods to delinquent behavior and
select more effective treatment modalities. Of all the known
"causes" of delinquency school conditions are probably the
most changeable. But this will involve not only understanding
the social processes, but the quality of life for millions of
adolescents.
To the extent that religious involvement inhibits
delinquent behavior, social work practitioners and other
professionals of the like, need to develop and implement
interventions that re-connect or introduce African-American
adolescents to one of our most precious and long-lived
resources - the Black Church. Practitioners should also be
focused on factors that interrupt and discourage such a
relationship with the church or other religious institutions.
Effective interventions targeting delinquency prevention
may become more viable when a complete underotanding of the
religiosity-delinquency and academic commitment-delinquency
relationship is achieved. In addition to distinguishing among
groups of delinquents, future research should examine the
nature of these relationships as it varies among subgroups of
the population. Differences among subgroups may be identified
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by social class, race or social context. Given the stability
and consistency of the influence of religiosity and academic
commitment on juvenile delinquency, it is suggested that both
variables be incorporated in various theories and that
measures of these variable be regularly included in future
research.
APPENDIX A
A GENERALIZED ACADEMIC SUCCESS/COMMITMENT QUESTIONNAIRE
The following questionnaires are designed to measure academic success/commitment, religiosity and
delinquency. It is not a test, so there are no right or wrong answers.
Answer each item as carefully as you can by circling the number which best applies.
1. Going to school has been an enjoyable experience for me.
12 3 4
strongly disagree agree strongly
disagree agree
2. Doing well in school is important for getting a good job.
12 3 4
strongly disagree agree strongly
disagree agree
3. I like school very much.
12 3 4
strongly disagree agree strongly
disagree agree
4. The schoolwork I am assigned is meaningful and important.
12 3 4
strongly disagree agree strongly
disagree agree
5. My courses/classes are very interesting.
12 3 4
strongly disagree agree strongly
disagree agree
6. Things that I am learning in school are going to important later in life.
12 3 4
strongly disagree agree strongly
disagree agree
7. An estimate of your average grade in math would be?
4 3 2 1
excellent good average below average/fail
8. An estimate of your average grade in history would be?
4 3 2 1
excellent good average below average/fail
9. An estimate of your average grade in science would be?
4 3 2 1
excellent good average below average/fail
10. An estimate of your average grade in english would be?
4 3 2 1
excellent good average below average/fail
11. An estimate of your average grade in physical education would be?
4 3 2 1
excellent good average below average/fail
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APPENDIX B
A GENERALIZED RELIGIOSITY QUESTIONNAIRE
PLEASE INDICATE YOUR RELIGIOUS PREFERENCE FROM THE FOLLOWING CATEGORIES BY CIRCLING












1. I attend religious services.
2. I attend other religious activities (such as bible study).
3. I listen to religious services over the radio or television.
4. I contribute money to church.
5. I listen to religious music (i.e., gospel).
6. Religious ideas help me understand life events.
7. Church or Religion helps me in various relationships with family members, peers and significant
others.
8. Church or religion helps me get ahead in life.
9. My religion instill in me a sense of responsibility and caring.
10. Religion and or prayer makes me feel good physically, mentally and spiritually.
11. Religious beliefs learned in the past are beneficial to me.
12. My religion is an important part of my life.
13. My religion is important in keeping me on the right track.
14. I believe a successful and productive future lies in religious salience.
15. My religion helps me to be productive and happy.
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APPENDIX C
A GENERALIZED DELINQUENCY QUESTIONNAIRE



















been in trouble with the police.
hurt someone badly.
stolen something less than $50.
used a knife or a gun to get something.
stolen a car.
stolen something more than $50.00.
set fire to someone's property.
run away from home.
hit a teacher or supervisor.
hit my mother or father.
trespassed.
damaged school property on purpose,
taken part in a gang fight,









As part of my research program in Social Work at Clark
Atlanta University of Georgia, I am conducting a study on The
Relationship Between Religiosity and Academic Achievement and
Juvenile Delinquency. Thus, I am seeking information about the
attitudes and perceptions of adolescents toward academia. Most
importantly, I am interested in collecting information
regarding their academic achievements (successes) or failures.
The data obtained by this study will be analyzed and placed
into a research paper. The information requested is important
to the profession of Social Work in order to allow
Practitioners a better understanding of the impact of academia
on subsequent delinquent behavior.
Students, in grade 8 are being asked to complete three
questionnaires regarding the subjects mentioned above. Each
questionnaire will take approximately 10 minutes to complete.
Any information that is provided, will be kept confidential.
Their anonymity will be maintained.
I hope you will be willing to help in this project but
wish to assure you that your participation is entirely
voluntary. Questions regarding the study are welcome at any
time. You may contact me by telephone or letter.
Thank you in advance for your cooperation and assistance.
CLARK ATLANTA UNIVERSl^
SCHOOL OF SOCIAL WORK
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